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THE SUEZ CANAL 
By GENIVERA LOFT 

University of Wisconsin, Madison 

HE construction of the fanious “ditch in sand” known as the T Suez Canal marked a triumph of diplomacy rather than of en- 
gineering skill. Before its promoter, Ferdinand de Lesseps, could 
have the work of excavation started he had to secure the consent 
of the Viceroy of Egypt, and this had to be given against the 
wishes of the Egyptian people. In addition he had to overcoiiie 
the obstacles placed in his way by the British and had to per- 
suade prospective stockholders that the accounts of difficulties 
existing in the canal zone were unfounded. 

The work of digging the Suez Canal begsn in 1859 and was 
completed in 1869. Nearly all of the material to be removed was 
soft, and the line of the canal extended through an  extremely flat 
region; excavation was, therefore, not a difficult matter. Under 
the original agreement the Egyptian governnient was to supply 
SO% of the labor. This led to a system of forced cniployment, 
and when about one third of the work was completed the  Vice- 
roy interfered and the use of forced labor was abolished. This 
was a very fortunate occurrence for the canal company since i t  
led to the introduction of power dredges and other machinery, 
and hastened the work greatly. Previous to this the material 
had been scooped by hand into the baskets in which it was car- 
ried away. The total cost of construction was about $100,000,000, 
or  $1,000,000 per mile. 

The canal had a width of 328 feet a t  the water line and 190 
feet a t  the base and has an average depth of 26 feet. Since there 
is no appreciable difl’ercnce between the levels of the two bodies 
of water which i t  connects, there are no locks. It has been 
widened and deepened since i t  was first constructed so that now 
ships may pass at any point. 

In 1887 electric lights mere installed so that ships might use 
the canal a t  night. I‘ietaining walls have been built in sonic 
places and it is planned to have them along the cntire length of 
the canal. So unstable are the sandy banks that vessels have to 
reduce their speed greatly in order to prevent the sides froiii 
being washed away. 

There are no slides to interfere with the passage of vessels 
but the wind carries so much sand into the channel that dredges 
are a t  work constantly to prevent its being filled. From 14 to 18 
hours are  required for the passage through the 100 miles of the 
canal. 
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USE OF THE CANAL 

The canal was opencd a t  about the time that sailing vessels 
were being generally replaced by steam ships. The great saving 
in distance \vhich i t  effected caused i t  to be used by the large 
vessels and resulted ii i  a decline in the use of sailing ships. It re- 
duces tlie distance from England to Bombay over 6,000 miles, 
and the distance Prom New York lo  Bombay 2,500 niilcs. 

During the first years in which the canal mas used i t  did not 
pay espcnses but by 18'76 it was being used by over 1400 vesscls. 
A t  the present time, under normal conditions, about 10 vessels 
per day pass through it, and two-thirds of them are British 
owned. Of the separate lines the Peninsular and Oriental is the 
I argest user. 

COXTHOL OF THE CANAL 

I n  1875, through the strategy of Disraeli, the majority of the 
shares of the canal company passed from the hands of the Vice- 
roy of Egypt into the control of 13ritish capitalists. This has led 
to thc extension of British authority in Egypt so that it is now 
virtually a part  of the British Empire. In 1888 the neutrality of 
the canal was guaranteed. England does not police the zone nor 
does she posscss any privileges not enjoyed by other countries, 
and thcre are  no preferential tolls for British ships. 

The greatest benefit lvhich the canal has given Great Britain 
is the connection \vhich it affords with India. Together with 
Gibraltar, Malta and Aden, it enables Britain to dominate the 
Suez-Mediterrancan route. This route offers an outlet for the 
products of India and allolvs her to enjoy the benefits of the rail- 
roads and other improvcrnents which have resulted from the 
British regime. As a rcsult of the improvcnierit in communica- 
tion between England and India the influence of England is 
more eff'ective and the bond between the two has been greatly 
strengthened. The importance of the cnnal to Indian commerce 
is shown by the fact that about SO% of the traffic is accountcd for 
by that country. 

It is evident that it is a matter of great importance to Eng- 
land that the control of the, canal shall not pass into the hands of' 
her  enemies. It is not because her ships enjoy special privileges 
that Great Britain must continue to dominate tlie situation but 
it is necessary that she hold the canal to prevent interference 
with her trade in times such as tlie present. 

By strengthening the coniiiiercial tics between the Occitlen t 
and the Orient the Suez Canal has benefitted practically all na- 
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tions. It has been to the advantage of all interested in the canal 
that i t  has been, since 1875, under the control of a nation whose 
power is so respected that no disturbance or  interference with 
shipping have been possible. 

CURRENT MATERIAL FOR THE GEOGRAPHY 
TEACHER 

THE SAHARA IN 1915 

The exploration of the Sahara has been carried on, mainly 
by the French, with persistent energy during recent years. At the 
same time European control, not only of the Sahara itself but of' 
the surrounding regions, is causing many changes in the social 
and economic conditions of the desert. . . . 

The old notion of the Sahara as a boundless waste of shifting 
sand-a dried-up ocean-bed below the level of the sea-persists 
in many minds, and is Sosteretl by tourists whose only knowledge 
of the desert has been gained by a visit to Biskra. This notion 
owed its rise to very natural causes. Approached from Egypt or  
the Barbary States, the only directions from which it was ap- 
proached by civilized man until recent times, the Sahara does 
present allnost everywhere a waste of' sand, and much of it shift- 
ing sand. . . . 

The size of the Sahara is indeed hardly realized. It covers 
approximately 3,500,000 square miles and is not much inferior 
in area to the continent of Europe, Though sand extends o re r  
probably 700,000 square miles, rocky plateaus and not sand- 
dunes are  the chief characteristics of the desert. If a generaliza- 
tion be attempted, the Sahara may be described as a great table- 
land scored by the beds of dried-up rivers, diversified by moun- 
tains and depressions, and fringed by a deep belt of sand west. 
north, and east. . . . The higher plateaux and the mountain 
ranges occupy a central position and extend across the Sahara 
northwest to southeast. This elevated region is sometimes spoken 
of as  the bridge connecting the Mediterranean lands with Ccntral 
Africa, the means by which early man spanned the desert. . . . 

In the central Sahara there is comparatively little sand . . . 
and somewhat more favourable conditions prevail in parts of thc 
plateaux and mountains of this region. Between the granitic and 
sandstone hills, arc wooded hollows and extensive pasture lands, 
and though there are  no perennial rivers, the \ratercourses arc' 
fil!cd during the rainy season (August to October). . . . 
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